Mental Illness and Guns: Myths Vs. Facts
In the wake of another horrific school shooting, Americans are searching for reasons to explain
why a person would commit such an atrocity. Already, many are blaming mental illness, as we
have long been conditioned to associate mental illness with violence. But the idea that mentally
ill means violent is simply a myth.

MYTH: Mental illness causes gun violence and mass shootings.
FACT: Mental illness is not a significant risk factor for or a predictor of
interpersonal violence.
The majority of people with mental illness do not engage in violence against others, and
most violence is caused by factors other than mental illness.1
● Individuals with mental illness are more likely to be victims of violence than perpetrators
of violence.2
● Only four percent of interpersonal violence is attributable to mental illness alone.3
● Decades of research have identified various behaviors that do indicate an elevated risk of
violence. Past violent behavior is the best predictor of future violence, regardless of a
diagnosis of mental illness.4 Domestic violence,5 substance misuse,6 alcohol misuse,7 and
illegal use of controlled substances8 also increase the risk of violence.
When we blame a shooter’s behavior on mental illness, we are stigmatizing and discriminating
against people living with mental illness. Terms such as “the dangerously mentally ill” are
misleading, disparaging, and not based on evidence.
It’s important to remember that mental illness is part of a person in the same way that race and
national origin are; diagnoses do not define individuals, but mental illness is not a choice. We
can’t choose where we come from, we can’t choose what we look like, and we can’t choose
whether or not to have a mental illness.
The way we talk about gun violence - and the laws that we support - should be based on
facts, not falsehoods. To be effective, we must focus on dangerous behavior - not genetics
and not diagnoses.
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